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The rise of China is the 21st century’s pivotal event. 
The Obama administration’s response to China’s rise 
was the rebalance to the Pacific. The Trump adminis-
tration announced its intentions to remain actively en-
gaged in Asia, but is reformulating its approach. The 
reformulation of policy begs many questions: Is this   
a repeal of the bumper sticker “Strategic Rebalance,” 
typical of administration change? If so, what is its re-
placement? Moreover, if this change is just in name 
but not in substance, will President Trump stay the 
course? If not, what will be Trump’s policy toward the 
Asia-Pacific? What should be the new focus and pri-
orities? In short, given the enduring U.S. interests in 
the Asia-Pacific, what should be a sound and forward-
looking U.S. strategy toward this region?

This research project began with two questions 
on the future of the U.S. rebalance to the Asia-Pacific: 
Was it the right thing to do, and have we done it 
right? Given the enormous expected growth in the 
region and thus the expected impacts in the world, 
the answer to the first question is a resounding yes. 
The answer to the second question is less clear. On the 
one hand, there have been several successes, not the 
least of which was the public pronouncement of the 
Obama administration’s directive to pivot attention to 
the region and increase significant travel and engage-
ment in the region by former President Obama and 
his senior officials. On the other hand, there have been 
limited effects in world affairs and murky plans for 
future U.S. endeavors in the region, complicated by 
growing financial and political challenges inside the 
United States. Perhaps the best answer to the second 
question is that there was a great start with an unclear 

follow-up. With the Trump administration now guid-
ing U.S. foreign policy, it is time to move forward 
from the rebalance to a revitalized strategy and ap-
proach to the Asia-Pacific for the third decade of the 
21st century.

The challenge now for the U.S. administration, 
and for policy experts writ large, is to build an effec-
tive strategy for whole-of-U.S. Government action in 
moving forward from the rebalance. In order to offer 
useful recommendations on the development of an ef-
fective U.S. strategy to address those challenges in the 
region, it is useful to establish an overarching concept 
with which to describe the wide-ranging strategic rec-
ommendations of the researchers in this project. To 
that end, we posit:

• Strategic Goal: Ensure American leadership, 
security, and prosperity. 

• Strategic Task: Accommodate China’s rise 
through competition without conflict.

• Strategic Vision: Economy by priority; enabled 
by military power; tempered by diplomacy.

The strategic goal has long been a foundation of 
American national policy. While it focuses on U.S. 
interests first, this does not mean to the exclusion of 
all others. American leadership will promote demo-
cratic values and preserve the successful international 
order. Partner nations want U.S. leadership in the re-
gion as a counter to China’s rising power. 

Long-range success in the Asia-Pacific region 
will only come from effective international coopera-
tion. This cooperation must include China. In keep-
ing with the 2015 U.S. National Security Strategy, the 

PROMOTING U.S.-INDIAN DEFENSE COOPERATION: 
OPPORTUNITIES AND OBSTACLES

Richard Weitz

The United States and India are now enjoying a 
peak in their defense ties. U.S. national security leaders 
have come to see India as a possible partner on a range 
of security issues. When he was the U.S. Secretary of 
Defense in 2012, Leon Panetta called India a “linch-
pin” in the U.S. Pivot to Asia. Two years later, then-
U.S. Secretary of Defense Chuck Hagel observed how 
“the United States strongly supports India’s growing 
global influence and military capability—including its 
potential as a security provider from the Indian Ocean 
to the greater Pacific.” More recently, former U.S. 
Secretary of Defense Ashton Carter viewed India as a 
natural partner of a “principled security network” in 
the Asia-Pacific region. The two countries have estab-
lished stronger military, economic, and political ties 
based on mutual interests in promoting democracy, 
countering Islamic terrorism, preventing weapons of 
mass destruction (WMD) proliferation, and address-
ing China’s ascent. They have also largely overcome 
differences over Iran, Russia, and other issues that  
impeded their defense cooperation in the past.

The 2005 New Framework Agreement (NFA) for 
the U.S.-India Defense Relationship, renewed in 2015, 
has facilitated bilateral arms sales, joint exercises, and 
military interactions. India has become one of the 
largest importers of U.S. arms, buying more than $10 
billion in the last decade. Moreover, the United States 
has been trying to meet Indian requirements to con-
duct more joint research, development, and to man-
ufacture more defense technologies and systems. In 
2012, the United States and India launched a Defense 
Technology and Trade Initiative (DTTI) to assist tech-
nology transfer and joint military research, produc-
tion, and development. Several pilot projects have 
since been conducted under the Initiative’s auspices. 
The U.S. Congress has taken measures to support 
these developing defense ties, such as designating 
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India a “Major Defense Partner,” which will enhance 
U.S. arms sales and other defense industrial ties with 
India. Meanwhile, the two countries have sufficiently 
resolved their disagreements regarding India’s nucle-
ar cooperation, which allows them to concentrate on 
higher priority issues while their industries develop 
concrete projects.

The United States has become the main foreign 
military exercise partner of the Indian Armed Forces 
(IAF). Bilateral engagement has increased across all 
military services and with civilian defense manag-
ers. In the past decade, the two militaries, chiefly the 
navies, have participated in frequent bilateral exer-
cises, sometimes with other partners. The U.S.-Indian 
maritime exercises have improved military interoper-
ability, maritime domain awareness, and mutual op-
erational understanding. The U.S. and Indian armies 
have held yearly “Yudh Abhyas” exercises and other 
drills intended to develop counterinsurgency, coun-
terterrorism, peacekeeping, and humanitarian assis-
tance capabilities. The Indian and U.S. Air Forces have 
also engaged in exercises, though these have been less 
frequent than the Navy and Army drills.

U.S.-Indian anti-terrorism collaboration has also 
grown. In 2000, the U.S.-India Joint Working Group 
on Counterterrorism was created. In 2010, they 
launched a U.S.-India Counterterrorism Cooperation 
Initiative (CCI) for sharing techniques, best practices, 
and investigative skills as well as mutual training and   
assistance. Projects have covered terrorist financing 
and transportation security. The two governments 
have enhanced cooperation against South Asian ter-
rorism threats, including al-Qaeda and the Islamic 
State group. In 2015, they issued a Joint Declaration 
on Combatting Terrorism as part of their Strategic 
and Commercial Dialogue (S&CD). Both govern-
ments recognize that their counterterrorism relation-



U.S. position should continue to accept the rise of a 
stable, peaceful, and prosperous China. To that end, 
the overarching strategic task for the United States is 
how to accommodate China’s rise. America must not 
constrain the responsible rise of China in the region 
and globally, but at the same time should provide a 
check on Chinese power by protecting U.S. and part-
ner national interests. This check will come through 
the effective use of a rules-based international order, 
but ultimately it will be empowered by a position of 
U.S. strength across the elements of national power. 

Strategic change must have a vision to paint the 
picture of success but also to motivate and guide the 
efforts to achieve that success. The vision statement is 
intended to highlight the three strategic instruments 
the United States must use to lead in the region. The 
highest priority of effort must be economic, therefore 
the detailed American strategy for the region will need 
to chart a course for the future centered on economic 
cooperation and growth. Despite the primacy of eco-
nomic considerations, the stark reality of the region 
is one of significant security concerns. Therefore, the 
strategy by necessity will require a strong, compre-
hensive plan for ensuring regional security through 
a revamped regional security architecture and mili-
tary agreements and the interactions of capable, well 
trained, and professional armed forces to keep the 
peace. Finally, robust diplomatic efforts will enable 
the United States to resolve the many regional chal-
lenges without resorting to economic or armed con-
flict. This strategic concept frames the detailed recom-
mendations of the project’s researchers.

The subsequent chapters in this book, written by 
student researchers during their year at the U.S. Army 
War College, provide information and recommenda-
tions on topics regarding the instruments of national 
power, regional affairs, and key Asia-Pacific coun-
tries. The key findings of this project can be distilled 

into four primary recommendations for the United 
States: 

• Create a comprehensive Asia-Pacific strategy 
to guide whole-of-U.S. Government action 
plans.

• Improve U.S. national power across the instru-
ments of national power to ensure the resourc-
es and capability exist to achieve the strategic 
goals.

• Create a “post-Trans-Pacific Partnership” 
(TPP) trade initiative as the cornerstone of the 
economic element of strategy.

• Create and lead a new Asia-Pacific regional 
security architecture that includes China; and 
modernize current alliances and partnerships.
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